Within a few years after the close of the Revolutionary War a new generation, born under its shadow and moulded by its aftermath, was in control of affairs. The complexion of society had changed as it did in England after the Revolution of i688. The leaders of the Colonial aristocracy and theocracy who had conjured up the spirits of liberty, fraternity, and equality were unable to lay them completely at rest again, though for a time the beneficent rule of "the good, the wise, and the rich" through the Federalist party held the reins of government. There had been the shift in wealth which inevitably follows the economic crises of war, and the field was open not only for the shrewd and unscrupulous, but also for the ambitious and energetic whatever their social derivation. A new breed of liberal thinkers came to the fore in politics and in finance, and even theocracy stooped to increase its religious fervor and power by becoming somewhat evangelistic. In medicine, the traditions, weak as they may have been, were kept not only intact, but there was a powerful surge forward from the activities of such men as Waterhouse, the Warrens, Jackson, Physick, Rush, Drake, and many others. Not the least of these was Nathan Smith whose silhouette adorns this journal.
The forebears of Nathan Smith came to New England in the great exodus to the Massachusetts Bay Colony between I630 and i645 in search of a place where they might worship in the particular way that they desired. The paternal ancestor was a gentleman farmer of some estate from Norfolk, who was well educated, as were his children. One of these, an engineer, surveyed lands about Attleboro, Massachusetts, where the family shortly moved and remained for four generations as farmers. Under was to be had for the clearing. The already exhausted and scrubby farmlands at the base of Cape Cod were no longer desirable and the Smith family moved its chattels to what is now Chester, Vermont. Its members again in the fourth generation became pioneers in a region of wilderness and forest over which shortly the British and Indians were to lower like a thundering cloud. Consequently, Nathan Smith in his boyhood days was moulded by the life of the frontier, with the hard labor on the farm relieved by hunting and fishing, a taste for which persisted throughout life. While still under eighteen he served in the military bands which kept guard over the scattered villages and isolated farm houses of the Hampshire Grant, which during the war were exposed to the forages of the enemy from the North. That he early showed force of character is shown by the fact that he was made a captain in these forces. Schooled in the atmosphere of Ethan Allen and the Green Mountain Boys, independence of thought and action soon became a part of his nature.
At this time all was turmoil, for the future citizens of Vermont were busy intriguing with the British for a separate treaty of peace as a counterfoil to the claims of New York State over the land between Lake Champlain and the Connecticut River. The more turbulent of these, such as the Allens, partook of some of the qualities of the free-thinkers in France who were shortly to turn things upside down. Ethan Allen, a most unreasonable man in action, brought forth in I784 "Reason the only Oracle of Man or a Compendium System of Natural Religion," which assaulted the clergy and the established systems in a crude fashion and was the forerunner in this country of the more effective "Age of Reason" of Paine. This latter tract, which appeared in 1794, caused the younger generation to fall away from orthodoxy to such a degree that to the more respectable members of society the end of the world appeared at hand. That Nathan Smith was more than touched by the invigorating skepticism of the time, an offshoot, in a distant land, of Voltaire and Rousseau, is shown by the recantation of his former thoughts and the promise of good behavior given during the negotiations with Yale some twenty years later.
In the midst of all this, he received a certain amount of schooling-at least a grounding in the three "R's" such as might be obtained in the "district school" for he taught during the winter term when physical prowess necessary for the discipline of adolescent boys was not less important than intellectual facility. With arrival at manhood's estate it is probable that he sought escape from the hard and uninteresting life of the frontier-land farmer. The professions were the only outlet, inasmuch as "business" was a minor and less highly esteemed occupation than even farming. The decision to undertake the practice of medicine followed his assisting Dr. Goodhue, the ablest surgeon in that vicinity, perform an amputation through the thigh and he ascertained from him the necessary requirements and methods of obtaining an education for this.
At this time, I783, a formal medical education was difficult to get in America. Three schools, known today as Pennsylvania, Columbia, and Harvard, were supposedly carrying on instruction but the vicissitudes of war had largely disrupted such courses as had been previously initiated in Philadelphia and New York while such instruction in Boston was barely begun. Nathan Smith at his age (2I) was well advised in undertaking an apprenticeship with Dr. Goodhue, in preparation for which a year of study, mainly in Latin and Greek, was advised by the good doctor. This having been done under the Rev. Mr. Whiting of Rockingham, a short distance down the valley, he joined Dr. Goodhue. For three years, Smith assisted this able physician, receiving in return a living, the use of his library, and the privilege of association in actual practice,-the apprentice method of education which in an applied science can scarcely be bettered. At the end of this time he set up in practice for himself further up the Connecticut River Valley in Cornish, New Hampshire, a dozen miles below Hanover where John Wheelock was at the noment busy with the infantile Dartmouth College. The twin town across the river from Cornish was Windsor, Vermont, and this general locality had been cleared only some thirty years previously by the patriarchal families, the Chases and Spauldings of whom we shall hear more later. As far as practice went, this was probably a virgin field scarcely touched upon by physicians at a dis.-tance down the valley. It is apparent that Nathan Smith in two years acquired sufficient means, or an appreciation of his deficiencv in medicine, or both, so that he felt it best to increase his information by further study.
The break with the old country had severed the contacts, which had been fairly intimate, between the profession there and in the 26I colonies. It became necessary to establish more adequately than had yet been done centers of medical education in the new republic. During the war New England was practically isolated and thrown upon its own resources and, as a result of these and other stimuli, John Warren of Boston initiated in I780 a series of anatomical lectures and demonstrations, for he was in charge of the military hospitals about Boston and, therefore, had at his disposal certain unclaimed bodies. These demonstrations proved so successful that, in association with Benjamin Waterhouse and Aaron Dexter, an Institute of Medicine was started in Harvard College, open to the junior and senior students as well as to practitioners of medicine who wished to increase their information. It was not until 1788, however, probably because of some feeling on the part of the Medical Society that its rights were being encroached upon, that the first degree in course was given, that of Bachelor of Medicine.
The opportunity was present, then, at this time, for Nathan Smith not only to increase his knowledge, but also to obtain official certification of his being adequately prepared for practice, a distinction which would at once set him apart from the majority of the physicians. Consequently he spent the year of I789-90 in Boston, and at the end received the degree of Bachelor of Medicine. In addition to the courses in the "Institute of Medicine" he broadened his knowledge by attending lectures in Natural Philosophy given in the College, and by contacts with the eminent practitioners of Boston, who represented the best in a professional way, many of them having studied on the continent.
The medical faculty, three in number, acting in the spirit of the prayer of St. Chrysostom, undoubtedly made up in enthusiasm what it lacked in numbers. John Warren, the outstanding member and instigator of the project, was a brother of General Warren, also a physician, who was killed in the battle of Bunker Hill, and with whom, after graduating from Harvard College, he studied medicine. Like other surgeons of the past he learned his profession in the hospitals of the army and trained himself in anatomy by study and dissection; he never studied abroad but was an outstanding indigenous product. Warren had pr6,fited, however, by his contact with the French military surgeons, who introduced the literature of their country to him by actually supplying him with books. In this way he acquired the excellent anatomy of Sabatier with which .262 Nathan Smith undoubtedly became familiar during his tutelage. His lectures and demonstrations were extemporaneous and lively, and consequently inspiring. At this time, John Warren was 37 years of age and already known for his skill in surgery which was characterized by compbsure, decision, and thoroughness. His portrait in Thatcher conveys a sense of the charm and energy for which he was noteworthy. Nathan Smith could scarcely have studied under a man better calculated to set for him the proper standards of professional practice and conduct.
Benjamin Waterhouse, who some ten years later was to introduce vaccination with the kine-pox into America, was differently trained. As may be gathered from Oliver Wendell Holmes, he was a somewhat pompous gentleman of the old school, educated at Edinburgh and Leyden with "some learning which he was disposed to make the most of." He probably discoursed profoundly of Boerhaave, Cullen, and Brown and their systems in which Nathan Smith could see little sense. Of Aaron Dexter, whose inclusion in the triumvirate seems to have been a concession to the very youthful science of chemistry, we know but little. As Holmes says, his lectures were probably "very entertaining and not wholly uninstructive" and his demonstrations were of "startling precipitations, of pleasing changes of color, of brilliant coruscations, of alarming explosions and above all of odors innumerable and indescribable." He tells the story of such a one where the lecturer remarked, "This experiment, gentlemen, is one of remarkable brilliancy. As I touch the powder you see before me, with a drop of this fluid, it bursts into a sudden and brilliant flame." This it decidedly did not do. Not disconcerted he continued, "Gentlemen the experiment has failed; but the principle, gentlemen,-the principle remains firm as the everlasting hills."
While the actual information imparted by these men in this fashion may have been considerable, one suspects that the daily personal contact of the three or four students seriously studying medicine with these physicians in their daily duties and the access to their books constituted the inspiration and the chief sources of information. The libraries of men of their caliber were not inconsiderable, for the well-educated person of Colonial days constantly imported from abroad books concerning all subjects, chiefly those of the English printers. These importations had been cut off for the time by the War and it is probable that Nathan Smith found available in Boston chiefly those things published before I775, though we know that John Warren had a copy of Sabatier's excellent anatomy, the forerunner of Soemmering. Holmes supposes that Dr. Waterhouse referred frequently to the works of Boerhaave and of his pupils, Gaube and Van Swieten. It may be reasonably supposed that Nathan Smith, because of his "small Latin" acquired in one year, found it somewhat easier to read in English Sydenham, Cullen, and Pringle, the last, a pupil of Boerhaave, who wrote informatively on "Diseases of the Army" and particularly in reference to "typhus," a subject which Smith became peculiarly interested in later times. In physiology Haller's standard text, which was in use for nearly a century, was undoubtedly well thumbed. In surgery Cheselden's edition of Ledran's surgical operations, Pott's surgery, and Sharp's "Critical Enquiry" were undoubtedly at hand. These, certainly, and probably many more of a similar nature, were available for the inquisitive mind and Nathan Smith, intent upon repairing his defective education, no doubt made the most of them. In Having received his degree of Bachelor of Medicine from Harvard, the seventh to be given there, Nathan Smith returned to his practice in Cornish. There had probably been improvements other than that in his professional knowledge during this period in Boston. One can visualize him as a young man of 27 going down to the center of New England civilization, somewhat embarrassed by his manners, rather gauche perhaps, his dress of homespun and poorly fitted, his method of speech certainly reserved and frequently incorrect. That there was some improvement a year later is highly probable, for within a twelve-month he married a daughter of General Jonathan Chase, the leading citizen of this section of the Valley, and following her death two years later he married a sister. What effect his contact with this family and with the Spaldings, who represented the best cultural influence in the district, had, is of course conjectural, but can scarcely have been otherwise than beneficial. It is significant of the fact that his interests at this time were not entirely confined to medicine, that his three elder sons have, among other surnames, those of Solon, Ryno, and Morven, derived from the poem Ossion. This, as Wadsworth said, a "Phantom begotten by the snug embrace of our impudent Highlander upon a cloud of tradition" had at least the merit of causing the abandonment of the classical figures and periods of the eighteenth century. It spread in the years between I760 and I790 over the entire civilized world, even to the Connecticut River Valley in the Hampshire lands and showed itself in this outcropping in the names of Nathan Smith's sons. Surely, this may be taken as evidence of a broadening of his education beyond the conventional limits of his' environment.
It might well have been supposed that Smith's education was now completed and his life work well embarked upon. He had a growing practice extending over a large area of a thriving agricultural community and he had married into the leading family. It would seem that he could look forward to a prosperous and happy career of which the lines were laid in pleasant places.
His activities embraced the town of Hanover, a dozen miles up the river, and here the college of Dartmouth was filled with the vision of John Wheelock. More ambitious projects than the teaching of the Iindians were on foot; here were the beginnings of a university, such as Stiles and Dwight were striving for at Yale. At the same time the virgin forests of Vermont were disappearing and a large population was developing, for whom physicians could be provided only by the slow training limited to the few students who could be handled by the individual physician in his own practice. Nathan Smith was already doing this, for Lynn Spalding, the father of the American Pharmacopeia, was at this time riding the rounds with him. Under the patronage of an educational institution, instruction could be given to a larger number, dissections and demonstrations carried out much more satisfactorily, and the way into medicine made easier for the young college students who were leaning in that direction.
It was not difficult for Smith and Wheelock to agree on the desirability of this; it was quite otherwise with the trustees of the college, for after complimenting the plan, they laid it on the table for a year. If one may read between the lines, they considered it impracticable because of lack of funds-they had barely succeeded in erecting one hall at the time-and inadvisable to commit themselves to an educational project in which the faculty was a local! practitioner whose only academic training was a fugitive year in Boston. Smith's answer to the first objection seems to have been that he asked only for the use of a lecture room and would raise the funds himself, to the second, that he would at once go abroad for study.
So in December of I 796, Nathan Smith is aboard the bark "Hope," sailing out of Boston to Glasgow. It was no easy matter to arrange the finances of this trip, for not only was there no surplus of realizable means in his family, but there was an actual deficiency of adequate currency in the country at large. In lieu of this, commercial transactions were carried out to a considerable extent by negotiable paper, and personal notes were peddled about in place of the banknote. Consequently, it was necessary to borrow for this voyage and to give security in the nature of notes obtained for professional services previously performed. In this, his pupil Lyman Spalding acted as agent, at the same time serving as locum tenens in his practice.
Edinburgh, the most famous school of medicine of the time, was Smith's goal and he proceeded there after a brief period of attending lectures in Glasgow. By reason of letters that he carried from President Wheelock, he readily gained entree to professional circles. In a communication to his wife in the latter part of February following, he was obviously disappointed with what he was getting and anxious to be on his way home. This is not surprising for the reputation of the School at this time far outran its performance. As John Collins Warren wrote to his father from London three years later, "Go to Edinburgh for theory" but for facts, to London, where "They trust no theory, but experiment is the only creed"; an example of how greatly John Hunter had leavened the loaf. Nathan Smith's schedule may not have been unlike that of Warren, who attended Dr. Gregory's lecture at nine, Dr. Hope's in Chemistry at ten, those of John and Charles Bell at eleven, the Infirmary at twelve, Monro's Anatomy and Surgery at one, "dining at three and writing up the lectures the remainder of the day." The only differerence would be that Black, who was in his younger years the great chemist, had died before Warren arrived. Smith attended his last course of lectures, given at the age of 7I, and in all probability they were stupid and out of date. John and Charles Bell were just coming on and Smith may have thought it not worth while to attend them. Gregory is known chiefly for an attack on John Bell, and the Monros were entering upon the third and last period of their fame, which flickered out in "Tertius." All in all, it is not surprising that Smith moved on to London in the latter part of April. There things were different, for though Hunter was dead his brilliant coterie of pupils carried on. He had letters to the celebrated Dr. Lettsom-remembered in the Lettsomian lectures of today-who was interested in American affairs, and to the Reverend Samel Peters-Connecticut's most unreliable and prejudiced historianwho was resident in London at the time, and who reported that by reason of his "manners, conversation, and science" Smith "was entitled to my attention."
He probably was not intimately in touch with actual ward work as was Warren, for "dresserships" were expensive, some fifty guineas for one under Mr. William Cooper. Lectures and dissections could be had at a lesser rate and one might "walk" the hospital for twenty-five guineas. The atmosphere of Windmill Street was continued at Baillie, Abernethy, and the Coopers, so that the four months spent there undoubtedly confirmed in Smith that facility for sound reasoning based on facts and divorced from theory which made his future contributions so different from those of his contemporaries.
He returned home in the fall of 1797, bringing with him a library of medical books for the new school, and apparatus for anatomy, surgery, and chemistry, the funds for obtaining which were probably raised by a lottery prior to his leaving America. A diploma, obtained through the agency of Dr. Lettsom, followed after, mak-ing him a "Corresponding Member of the Medical Society of London."
In November, even before the official endorsement of the trustees, he, at the age of 35, began the course of lectures which marked his formal initiation as a teacher in Medicine. Although his education was not completed, for he remained throughout his life-time a student, he had attained sufficient knowledge, skill, judgment, and confidence in his own ability to enable him to stand forth among his peers in the profession, wherever or whomsoever they might be.
